
Yemeni Women’s brave Hearts Proposal
As a Yemeni woman, I am always fascinated by the beautiful fighting spirit of my
fellow countrywomen and it is my mission to document the changing situation for
them in Yemen.

For nearly 11 years, I have photographed Yemeni women and the perceptions of
them to other Yemenis, and outsiders. “Yemeni Women with Fighting Spirits”,
highlights Yemeni women going through an unprecedented and fundamental social,
political and economic upheaval. I want to highlight the social taboos of female
freedom and veiling in Yemeni society. I believe it is very important to be able to
express the determination, beauty, mystery, significance, danger and fear of Yemeni
women, as their identities are dominated by and submerged under the country’s
politics, religion and male dominated culture.
My work also aims to show the forgotten side of Yemen, other than as it is shown
frequently in the media. My images seek to instigate hope for the future and
dissipate the frustration, which has affected all aspects of Yemeni life.
“Yemeni Women with Fighting Spirits”, is about hope. Hope for the future and how to
use it.

I believe it is important to stay creative in spite of war and insecurity. This project is
my only way to get my life back within a country misunderstood to be a land of
terrorists, when, in reality, Yemen is full of wonderful people.
For nearly a decade, I have been photographing Yemeni women in prisons, in their
homes, at the desert, and in rural and urban areas. There are indeed advantages to
being a woman photojournalist, particularly with assignments involving women and
family. I have been able to access the most personal and private of spaces for
women, in which they can express themselves comfortably.

In my photography, I try to evoke the nuances of how these women care for all those
who surround them – their partners, parents, children, relatives, neighbors. I have
photographed weddings, engagements, baby showers, family gatherings, and
religious celebrations. I had to develop intimate friendships with these women before
they lowered their guards. Sometimes, they allow me to take photographs of their
faces, but then ask me not to publish them for fear of reprisals from their families.
It was this access that led me to put together a project called “Yemeni Women with
Fighting Spirits,” featuring pioneering and resilient women who have taken fate into
their own hands despite the odds stacked against them.

But despite death, famine and misery, life continues in Yemen. This bittersweet
reality of maimed and starved bodies coexisting with the most routine aspects of
daily life has defined my approach to imagery. Western photographers tend to be
drawn to the carnage, but I have continued to seek out the other part of Yemen that
is full of life, love and hope.

There is a special kind of resilience and beauty in those tucked-away spots of life. I
want you all to see the true beauty of my suffering country. With my camera, I strive
to empower, not victimize, the people in my images.



I have hope in this darkness. We can’t bring back the dead, restore the disabled, the
disfigured, and the limbless. We can’t bring back the ruins of ancient Yemen, our
historical Paradise Lost. But we can hope and we can fight. Yemen will one day once
again be known for its cinema, its mokha coffee, its clothes, its Jewish musicians, its
islands and its caves. It will be a tourist destination. The youth who have fled the
country with their families will return.

I haven’t yet come to terms with how the war has affected me personally, but I know
that while it has killed so many innocent people, it has galvanised me to tell
unexpected, heartwarming stories. I am committed to being the best photographer I
can be.
the Yemeni people journey searching for internal peace which is closer to the
fragile peace and this constant and courageous struggle for a dignified life
despite all the difficulties.From all this, I concluded that Yemen is a country
that coexists and argues among the various contradictions that need to be
rediscovered in a more profound way.

The humanitarian relationships that get strengthen through the war hard time.
I have been trying to reach the internal and external peace of mind. The war
caused that both armed sides either in the South or the North to lose their
humanity.Majority of the powers outside and inside Yemen do not care about
poor people.
I would love to highlight what is untold and how much Yemeni women are working for
peace.
Grey War full of diseases and famine all over places a place where you can not have
clean water. We try to live when it is really hard to do that According to statistics 52
percentage of displaced family in charged by women. Our life get scattered at many
points during the war and when we were lucky we tried to get balanced to return to
our normal life. Women’s relationships either with their family, animals or even
themselves. how do we deal with war, our ways to accepts it and let go.
According to the Economist, war in Yemen will continue until 2022 and it sounds
scary, considering that Yemen became the most wretched place on earth with the
worst humanitarian crisis since 2015. Instead of this situation and the necessity of a
peace agreement that involved all parties in conflict and never came, until now
women of Yemen are bringing peace inside the communities and all their stories are
unreported.

Some of them, like the activists Amal al-Aleem Ashbahi and Reham al Badr were
killed because of their committment in fighting human rights violations. But others are
still working on the ground, and are able to solve tribal peace agreements that even
local and international politics are not able to achieve. Like Sumaya Ahmed al-
Hussam, a Yemeni activist secceded in resolving a blood feud in Hajja, between two
tribes that lasted 11 years and left more than 60 people dead and 130 injured,
including women and children. She was able to involve all concerned parties to
reach a peace agreement that stopped the conflict and brought life back to normal
while no one thought could be possible.

For nearly a decade, I have been photographing Yemeni women in prisons, in their
homes, at the desert, and in rural and urban areas. There are indeed advantages to



being a woman photojournalist, particularly with assignments involving women and
family. I have been able to access the most personal and private of spaces for
women, in which they can express themselves comfortably. I have photographed a
number of young women who had been married off at a very young age, for
example, and they felt comfortable working with me simply because I am a Yemeni
woman, too. They would never have allowed a man, or a foreigner, to capture
images of them. I consider the intimate access I have to women’s lives and thoughts
to be a gift.

There is something particularly whimsical and otherworldly about Yemeni women.
Since that godforsaken month, tens of thousands of Yemenis have been killed, and
millions have been pushed towards famine. Historical monuments in the old city of
Sana'a have been destroyed. Weddings, refugee camps, hospitals, residential areas,
mosques, schools, food storage warehouses and other essential civilian
infrastructure have been targeted. Today, Yemenis have limited access to clean
water, electricity, healthcare or security.

But despite death, famine and misery, life continues in Yemen. This bittersweet
reality of maimed and starved bodies coexisting with the most routine aspects of
daily life has defined my approach to imagery.
Yemen has a coexistence despite the sectarian differences and political
conflicts and ideological differences, partisan and intellectual and regional
experiences in the Yemeni areas. It is a country that is unique in its nature, where
the various contradictions and wonders that argue with one another are debated. It is
a story about a country and people who love life in all its manifestations; blue sky,
white clouds, green leaves, barren and green mountains, the eyes of curious
children, our own eyes. Life that always hides wonderful surprises that people
deserve to live for and eagerly await.
There is something strangely peaceful in a tormented country like Yemen. The war
does not kill our spirits. War is an environment where we develop new relationships
in our life and to explore worthy things as we are constantly reminded our time is
limited.
*****
A love song to Socotra Island    
“Yemeni Women with Fighting Spirits”
By Amira Al-Sharif
The documentary project on Socotra is to last for one year during 2014-2015. 
Photographing inspiring women who face the hard realities of life and are 
confronted with traditions and customs in a male dominated society.

My Project ‘A love song to Socotra Island’ is part of a larger project entitled ‘Yemeni 
Women with Fighting Spirits’ the core project goes in search of women who are 
pioneering, inspiring and who made their own way in life. I have been working on this 
project for the last nine years, and in April 2014 I started working in Socotra focusing 
my work on a woman called Sadiya who lives near one of the island’s finest beaches 
called Detwah Lagoon.
Yemen is a conservative society, it is difficult to find women who would agree to be 
photographed, but Sadiya has been instrumental to my work. Despite the fact that 



her husband and some or her elder sons do not approve of this work. 
In my larger project I have been documenting Yemeni women in all walks of life in 
order to communicate a more honest look at my culture, particularly in regards to the 
dynamic changes the country has been going through in recent years. Yemeni 
women have suffered a great deal in the country due to historical, cultural and 
religious marginalization as well as a weak judicial system, which has in turn affected 
their enjoyment of their fundamental rights. This marginalization is perpetuated by 
the male dominated social structures including the religious leaders, tribal leaders, 
law enforcement authorities, and the judiciary, among others.           

It is often difficult to showcase the Yemeni women’s spirit and voice. As well, 
perception of Yemen and advocacy for women is often obscured; orientalist concepts 
and a predilection for associating the country with terrorism and violence, leaves little 
room for the appreciation of Yemen’s cultural diversity and the sincere beauty of its 
people, and women in particular.

Importantly this project is not about feeling sorry for the women who endure 
hardships but to admire and honor them for being able to make their own paths, a 
look into the inner beauty, wisdom and hospitality of women.

My main audience for this project is Yemeni women themselves. I want my own 
family, my sisters, my friends and the general Yemeni society to see this work. The 
women I am photographing are leading a social change, their wild and energetic 
personalities really brings out the self-sacrifice and fortitude of women in Yemen.
Whether the woman I am photographing are educated or not has little importance, 
for through their courage we can see the beauty of their femininity and the key role 
they play in our society. It is not common knowledge for outsiders to realize that 
Yemeni women do not readily accept their fate and are fighting against discrimination 
and mistreatment.

In Yemen interaction between men and women is very different than in Europe.  
Women have limited interaction with men unless the man is your relative.  And in 
public women dress very conservatively, more conservatively than in many other 
Muslim countries. Women in Yemen on the street they wear a black Balto, Hijab and 
veil.

Photographing a woman’s face is particularly difficult because in our conservative 
society it is considered shameful for women to allow people other than family 
members to see their faces.  So my photographs often must show women in settings 
that tell the story of what is happening, without relying on facial expressions. 

To help mask the identities of these women, I have focused my camera on their eyes 
reflected in broken mirrors, this serves two purposes – one I believe that eyes are a 
gateway to a person’s soul, communicating the women’s emotions and strength; and 
two because this method protects the subject from any negative repercussion they 
could get from their families. At the moment I am exploring new methods of 
representing this.

The island is safe unlike the mainland Yemen, who at the moment is going through 
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difficult times. I was previously working as a war photographer during the Yemeni 
revolution. I realized through experience that I needed to feel secure in order to be 
creative with my work, and not feel my life threatened while taking pictures, hence 
my decision to focus my work on Socotra.

One of the hardest obstacles I have been facing with my work is gaining access to 
take the images I am aiming for. At the moment I often find myself photographing 
men to get access to women and to build networks. I have been talking with Sheik of 
neighborhoods, religious and tribal leaders, local authorities, tourism agencies in the 
Island, tourist guide, and community members to learn about inspiring pioneering 
women around the Island and how to get access to their areas.

This documentary illustrates a wide range of personalities and characteristics that I 
have discovered through unique access and trust, and reflects the role women play 
in Yemeni society while capturing the powerful and personal feminine beauty. As a 
woman, there is happiness and pain, but so many emotions have to be kept 
internalized like a quiet and well-kept secret. My images explore inherent dreams 
and achievements reached in spite of all the obstacles within the Yemen society. 

Sadiaya is the main character for this documentary on Socotra and other women’s 
stories will compliment her special story.

 ****
Captions

Detwah Lagoon, Socotra, Yemen on the 15th of June 2014. - Every two weeks, 
Sadiya collects garbage and burns it.  She does this to protect her trees from 
garbage as well as keep Detwah Lagoon clean. © Amira AlSharif

Detwah Lagoon, Socotra, Yemen on the 8th of May 2014. - Little Fish jump out of 
the water near where Sadiya comes to do fishing. Sadiya can walk more then an 
hour to reach a good fishing spot, she usually wakes up around 4 in the morning 
to fish and shepherd her goats, returning home around 8 or 9 am to cook and 
make tea. © Amira AlSharif

Detwah Lagoon, Socotra, Yemen on the 19th of May 2014. – Sadiya walks bear 
foot through the shallow waters of the Lagoon. She walks through parts of the 
lagoon to reach her goats who live in the mountains near her house. © Amira 
AlSharif

Ahrer Wadi, Socotra, Yemen on the 3rd of June 2014. - Socotrain kids play in 
Ahrer wadi in Socotra Island. © Amira AlSharif

Detwah Lagoon, Socotra, Yemen on the 8th of May 2014. – Sadiya holds the fish 
that she caught for her family lunch. Sadiya can walk more then an hour to 
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reach a good fishing spot, she usually wakes up around 4 in the morning to fish 
and shepherd her goats, returning home around 8 or 9 am to cook and make 
tea. © Amira AlSharif

Detwah Lagoon, Socotra, Yemen on the 30th of May 2014.  Sadiya cooks fish for 
lunch in the open air. © Amira AlSharif

 
Detwah Lagoon, Socotra, Yemen on the 19th of May 2014. By middle of the day, 
Sadiya washes herself in Arabian Sea. Fresh water is scarce around the lagoon, 
so Sadiya and her children will shower and clean her clothes in salty water from 
a well beside her home. © Amira AlSharif

Qara’a, Socotra, Yemen on the 8th of November 2014. Every weekend, kids 
from Qara’a go to play at the beach in a natural harbor on the Indian Ocean. © 
Amira AlSharif

Detwah Lagoon, Socotra, Yemen on the 7th of May 2014. Sadiya's bird flies into 
a tree after eating food off the ground, the two black birds come to Sadiya’s 
house every day for food and follow Sadiya wherever she goes through out the 
day. © Amira AlSharif

 Qadeeb, Socotra, Yemen on the 12th of June 2014. The ground after the 
slaughtering of goats for a wedding.  A 100 goats were slaughtered for the 
dinner feast at a wedding celebration. © Amira AlSharif

Detwah Lagoon, Socotra, Yemen on the 8th of May 2014. Sadiya holds a black 
sea creature in the coral reef. Sadiya said that Chinese tourists see this creature 
as a medicine. © Amira AlSharif

Detwah Lagoon, Socotra, Yemen on the 16th of June 2014. Sadiya and her 
goats. She feeds her goats every day at the same location, she calls them with a 
distinct ‘Heeg’ sound and they come running. She feeds them wheat. Every 
other day she will go to the mountain to feed her other herd who lives further 
away. © Amira AlSharif

 Detwah Lagoon, Socotra, Yemen on the 24th of May 2014. Sadiya afer 
collecting woods for the birthday party of a Dutch tourist; her elder son Fathi, 
kisses her hand as a sign of respect to mothers. © Amira AlSharif

Detwah Lagoon, Socotra, Yemen on the 21st  of January 2014. Bottle tree, on 
the mountain above Detwah Lagoon. © Amira AlSharif

Qadeeb, Socotra, Yemen on the 14th of November 2014. As a part of the 
tradition for slaughtering Socotrain people remove goats eyes. Socotrain 
traditions are different from those of the mainland. © Amira AlSharif
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 Detwah Lagoon, Socotra, Yemen on the 7th  of May 2014. Sadiya’s daughter 
Fahima plays with a little goat called ‘Tofahah’, in front of her home. Sadiya has 
two herds of goats; domestic goats who live near her home and wild goats who 
live in the mountain, which she goes to feed every other day. © Amira AlSharif

Detwah Lagoon, Socotra, Yemen on the 22nd  of May 2014. Sadiya feeds dates 
to her black bird, Sadiya’s two birds follow her wherever she goes. © Amira 
AlSharif

 
Qaiso, Socotra, Yemen on the 20th  of June 2014. Sadiya collects dates from 
Qaiso near Qalansiya. Dates are one of the few fruits that locals will grow and 
harvest on the island.  © Amira AlSharif

 Detwah Lagoon, Socotra, Yemen on the 8th of May 2014. Sadiya walks an hour 
to Bab Al Khor to do fishing for her family. © Amira AlSharif

 
Detwah Lagoon, Socotra, Yemen on the 28th of May 2014. One of Sadiya’s 
goats and her bird early in the morning. © Amira AlSharif

Detwah Lagoon, Socotra, Yemen on the 23rd of January 2015. Sadiya’s son 
Fahim is playing with crab he caught in his nets in the lagoon. He has a net that 
he set up in the lagoon to catch fish and crabs. © Amira AlSharif

Detwah Lagoon, Socotra, Yemen on the 21st of May 2014. Sadiya teaches her 
daughter to swim in the lagoon. © Amira AlSharif

Detwah Lagoon, Socotra, Yemen on the 23rd of January 2015. Sadiya’s son 
Fahmi prepares sea shells for lunch. The family regularly eats seafood and fish 
that they catch themselves. © Amira AlSharif

Detwah Lagoon, Socotra, Yemen on the 30th of May 2014. Sadiya has an early 
dinner with her kids after a couple of hours working to clear land on the hill 
above her home. © Amira AlSharif

Detwah Lagoon, Socotra, Yemen on the 19th of May 2014. Sadiya picks up a 
piece of coral from Detwah Lagoon, she calls it a white rose. © Amira AlSharif

Detwah Lagoon, Socotra, Yemen on the 25th of May 2014. Sadiya’s prepare 
mussels for lunch. © Amira AlSharif

Qadeeb, Socotra, Yemen on the 28th of October 2014. Fishermen help pull a 
boat up the beach after fishing. Helping each other is common all around 
Socotra Island, it is a part of their traditions and culture that they inherited from 
their elders. © Amira AlSharif
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Detwah Lagoon, Socotra, Yemen on the 26th of May 2014. A sea turtle in 
Detwah Lagoon. © Amira AlSharif

Detwah Lagoon, Socotra, Yemen on the 19th of May 2014. Sadiya sits on an 
eroded metal fish cage, that she would use when she was young to catch fish. 
“This is my metal baskets for fishing, what remain is just its structure, now it is 
just a memory. The fishermen wanted to take it out of the sea, but I prevented 
them, let it there; at least we can sit on it in the sea, it is like a marker in the sea, 
if you put something under it, you know where to find it, and you also can hide 
the seashells, then you can bring them any time, better than going through the 
whole sea and not find any. © Amira AlSharif

 


